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Abstract 
 
Mixed methods research (MMR) on learning combines quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a broader picture of the 
phenomenon being studied. Interest in politics has been regarded as the foundation of civic commitment in adulthood. Therefore, 
there is a need for studies that can show the multifaceted aspects of students’ view of politics. The aim of the present study is to 
describe students’ ideas about politics by means of a mixed methods study. Data is based on the open answers of 152 eight grade 
students in Italy. Parallel mixed data analysis was performed. Results showed a complex structure of the students’ ideas about 
politics. Both qualitative and quantitative aspects are depicted. Results showed that mixed methods research can discover aspects 
and properties of a phenomenon that are not predictable a priori by the researcher. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The growing need to acquire a precise vision of the broad and complex phenomenon being studied has led to the 
widespread use of mixed methods of analysis as a valid methodological approach in the context of social research. 
Mixed methods research (MMR) is a broad definition referring to research that includes and integrates more than 
one paradigmatic or methodological approach, method of data collection, and/or type of analysis strategy, with a 
purpose that goes beyond what could be achieved with any one method alone (Bazely e Kemp, 2012; Alivernini, 
2012).  The combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches applied to data collected through the use of 
metaphor is a good example of the possible integration of different methods (Moser, 2000).  
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1.1. The theoretical background of the metaphor 
 
The metaphor, considered as an analogy that allows people to represent an experience in the terms of another, 
thus acquiring an understanding of complex concepts or new situations (Vosniadou e Ortony 1989), has long been 
considered a purely linguistic construction. The cognitive theory of the metaphor developed by Lakoff and Johnson 
(1980) was, in this regard, a turning point in the field of cognitive linguistics. These authors, starting from the 
observation that the metaphor is present in literary language as well as in ordinary everyday language, claim that it is 
primarily a conceptual construction that does not concern language alone but also thought and reason (“Our ordinary 
conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature”, Lakoff and 
Johnson, ibid.) According to this perspective, the metaphor, understood as the projection of attributes from one 
schema (the source domain of the metaphor) to another schema (the target domain of the metaphor) is capable of 
generating a system of conceptual and linguistic correspondences (mapping), and is a form of thought with the 
power to give a structure to our perception for the purpose of carrying out conceptual operations (Lakoff & Johnson 
1999). Metaphorical concepts, which make it possible to categorize our experience in the form of language, are 
familiar in as much as they derive from interactions with the environment. They are culturally mediated, as well as 
consistent with the values and dominant belief systems in the culture of belonging. 
 
1.2 Metaphor research in psychology 
 
The great contribution of Lakoff and Johnson opened the way to new areas of research not only in the field of 
cognitive linguistics. In the particular case of psychology, interest in the study of metaphors involved the clinical 
context (Rodetburg, 1998; Gordon, 1992), in addition to various different sectors of psychological research. Within 
the paradigms of cognitive research, for example, metaphors were studied as examples of mental models (Johnson-
Laird, 1989) as well as analogical reasoning and problem solving (Vosniadou & Ortony, 1989), thus showing how 
analogies (and therefore also metaphors) are used by people to make sense of the world. In the psycho-educational 
field a wide range of studies have recently been developed that have used the metaphor as an instrument for 
investigating the representations and opinions of teachers regarding a range of different conceptions such as 
teaching and learning (Saban et. al., 2007; Saban, 2010; Alger, 2009) or school (Scalera et. al., 2007). 
 
1.3 Aims and hypotheses of the study 
 
In the light of the above, it is plausible, as well as opportune and interesting due to a whole series of aspects, to 
try using the metaphor as a tool to investigate the mental representations of individuals with regard to various 
important but at the same time also partly “abstract” issues, such as politics. In this regard, it has been noted how an 
interest in politics at a young age constitutes a basis for subsequent civic engagement in adulthood (Youniss, 
McLellan & Yates, 1997). As a part of the theoretical framework of Lakoff & Johnson, and with the Italian socio-
cultural context, the present study has the following objectives: 
 
1) to identify the patterns of metaphors used by students to describe their ideas concerning the concept of 
politics; 
2) to explore the categories within which metaphors and the corresponding representations they communicate 
were organized.  
 
2. Method 
 
2.1 Participants and collection process 
    
The data that was collected is based on the responses of 152 Italian students attending the first three years of 
middle school. In order to investigate their views on politics, they were asked to formulate a metaphor based on the 
following prompt: “Politics is like...”. The analogy between the target domain (politics) and the source domain is 
emphasized by the word “like” that was intended to facilitate the expression of the implicit beliefs of the 
participants. 
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2.2 Data analysis process  
    
The data was analyzed according to a mixed analysis methodology involving the following steps:  
 
2.2.1. Quantitative content analysis 
 
Considering the individual words of each metaphor as the unit of analysis, a textual statistical analysis was 
performed with WordStat, a quantitative content analysis add-on module of QD Miner software (Pollach, 2011). 
Textual statistics consists in an analysis, with the use of statistical methods, of texts understood as a collection of 
distinct elements each of which has its own frequency which can be compared to the frequency of other elements 
(Lebart and Salem, 1994). Both an analysis of frequencies and an analysis of concordances were performed. The 
first analysis, which is the simplest form of textual statistics, makes it possible to underline the frequency of each 
word in the written answers. From the reading of the total of the graphic forms the vocabulary of the text (Bolasco 
(1997) is obtained, which consists of all the different words of a text and is usually represented as a list, in which 
each element has its frequency listed next to it. The second analysis, instead, allows us to understand and clarify the 
different meanings of an element by examining the local context of the words (Bolasco ibid.).  
 
2.2.2 Qualitative content analysis 
 
At the end of the first phase of exploratory analysis, a qualitative content analysis was conducted with the use of 
the QDA Miner software. This is a research technique that allows for replicable and valid inferences to be made 
from texts in the context of their use (Klippendorff, 2004). Since this is an exploratory study, a bottom-up 
(inductive) approach was used, in which inferences are made on the basis of the data without using any theoretical 
construction to guide the analysis. Considering the unit of analysis as the entire phrases (metaphors) written by the 
participants, a systematic random sampling was initially carried out in order to select 40 cases within the population 
being studied, on which to make an exploratory coding. This then led to the creation of a Codebook, a manual that  
makes explicit the criteria for the allocation of the texts (metaphors) to the various categories, thus laying the 
foundation for the reliability of the analysis of the content (Neuendorf, 2002). Finally, once the inter-coders 
agreement had been tested, we proceeded to the final coding  in order to assign the remaining metaphors to the 
categories defined in the Codebook. 
 
3. Results and discussion 
 
3.1 Quantitative content analysis: analysis of frequency and analysis of concordances 
 
The results of the analysis of frequencies are shown in Table 1. 
 
                                                      Table 1. Frequencies of the words 
Word Frequency 
Life 6 
Mafia 5  
Football 
Thing                                                                    
Water 
5 
4 
4 
 
 
As can be seen in the table, the most frequent word in the 152 metaphors is “life”, which was used 6 times. 
Following this are “mafia” and “football”, with a frequency of 5 times, and finally, “thing” and “water” which are 
276   Simona Brandini /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  177 ( 2015 )  273 – 277 
present 4 times. The analysis of concordances, allowed us to obtain some valuable additional information (which 
was sometimes also connotative) regarding these words. For example, by exploring the local context  of “life”, one 
can make an important preliminary distinction: the number of times in which this word constitutes the source 
domain of the metaphor (“Politics is like everyday life”) and those in which it appears only in order to enrich and 
explain another metaphorical expression (“Politics is like water and it is essential for the life of the country”). If we 
consider the word “mafia”, the margin of ambiguity is already less and the local context analysis tends to confirm 
the negative connotation of the metaphor chosen to represent politics (“Politics is like a circle of mafia: there is only 
corruption and deceit” or “Politics is like the mafia, because there is a lot of intrigues and scheming”). The case of 
the word “football” is rather different: an analysis of the concordances highlights that two out of five times this word 
is used to specify the source domain of the metaphor (“Politics is like a football field”). In the other three cases, the 
local context analysis shows some more connotative aspects of the representation of the metaphor, such as that of a 
push for supremacy inherent in the modality of action  of politics (“Politics is like football, the strongest team 
wins”). The findings that emerge from the analysis of concordances with the word “thing” are particularly 
interesting: since the use of this word is very generic, its local context allows us to obtain the necessary information 
for understanding the acceptation (positive or negative) is has been used to express the concept of politics (“Politics 
is like a very important thing”, “Politics is like a bad thing”). Finally, upon exploring the local context of the word 
water, it was found that only in one case this word represented the source-domain of the metaphor (“Politics is like 
water: it is essential for the life of the country”), while in all the other cases it was part of an idiomatic expression 
(“Politics is like a hole in water” and “Politics is like a fish out of water”). 
 
3.2 Qualitative content analysis: final categories of metaphors 
 
The conclusive Codebook, including all of the categories within which 152 metaphors were classified, is shown 
in Table 2. It should be noted that only the categories that occur more frequently than 4 and equal to 4 have been 
selected. 
 
 
 
                    Table 2. Codebook of final metaphors' categories 
Name of 
Category  
Definition  Rules of Coding  Examples  
Mafia  
 
Politics is represented 
as the criminal 
association of the 
mafia. 
The source domain of the metaphor 
must correspond to the word “mafia”. 
It is not enough for there to be only a 
reference to the connotative aspect of 
corruption or crime and criminality.   
“Politics is like the mafia”  
 
 
“Politics is like the mafia 
because there are a lot of 
intrigues and scheming” 
Mathematics  
 
Politics is represented 
as the subject of 
mathematics at school. 
In the metaphor the source domain 
must consist of the school subject of 
mathematics.  
 
“Politics is like a mathematics 
test, it’s incomprehensible” 
 
 
“Politics is like mathematics, 
it’s good for nothing” 
 
War  
 
Politics is represented 
as a genuine war.  
 
The source domain of the metaphor 
must correspond to the word “war”.  
“Politics is like a never-
ending war” 
 
 
“Politics is like a cold war in 
which everyone is right” 
 
Match  Politics is represented 
as a  match. 
 
The domain source of the metaphor 
must be the word “match”. The nature 
of the match or competition does not 
necessarily have to be specified, it can 
be a sports match (such as football) or 
“Politics is like a match that 
you have already lost” 
 
“Politics is like a match of 
briscola for old men” 
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a match of cards. 
  
(Briscola is a Mediterranean 
card game)  
 
“Politics is like a corrupt 
football match” 
 
Book  Politics is represented 
as a book. 
The source domain of the metaphor 
must be represented by the word 
“book”.  
It is not enough for the source domain 
to consist of other more general 
words, such as “written text”, or for it 
to consist of a specific part of a book, 
such as a “preface”. 
“Politics is like a boring 
book” 
 
“Politics is like a very 
interesting book” 
 
4. Discussion 
 
The main goal of this study was to explore students' views of politics through the use of the metaphor in order to 
obtain a more complex structure of their idea about politics. While quantitative analyses revealed general trends 
regarding the specific use of certain types/patterns of metaphors (the analysis of their frequency and 
correspondences), the qualitative approach allowed us to understand the meaning and function of metaphors within 
the context in which they were used. In conclusion, however, some limitations in the present study should be 
pointed out. One should note that the composition of the participating sample (i.e. a small number of Italian lower 
secondary school students) might limit the generalization of the results. 
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